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EMPATHY AND SCULPTURE
by Bill Berkson

Yet I ride by the margin of that lake in
the wood, the castle,
and the excitement of strongholds,
and have a small boy’s notion of doing good.
Robert Creeley,“The Way”
Anyone coming upon one of Joel Shapiro’s mostly pint-size, cast iron or bronze sculptures
from the 1970s will be confronted by the question of what proper viewing distance, if any,
to take to see the thing fully; and if there is an ensemble of them (usually just two or
three), in what relation to one another do they exist? On first encounter, you can be
stopped in your tracks by a momentary sense of trespass, or else of something troubling
afoot. The relations every which way are taut, the only plausible release afforded when, as
Shapiro says, you “enter their world.” That participatory aspect lends a chortle to the
proceedings, a ghostly sort of laugh, often enough from the floorboards up. To establish
rapport, getting down next to a three-inch-high image of a chair on the floor is possible
but somewhat absurd (though it’s something a child can do without much thought).
Standing up close is normal but has its perils. As Roberta Smith once told it,“A certain
kind of intimacy is achieved, but now we tower awkwardly over it.” Such awkward
moments may be part of the “emotional core” that Shapiro says he was after in making
the work. Familiarity, when it happens, is less a matter of identification than of that intensified form of recognition known as empathy.
The sculptures in the present show were made between 1973 and 1976 and
suggest domestic shapes: beside the chair image, there are variously configured houses,
a couch, a box with shelves like a bookcase. Most were initially assembled by hand from
blocks of wood, sometimes using a large disk sander, then cast. Shapiro is that rare presentday sculptor of whom it can be said, during this period anyway, that he had “a touch,”
even if that was limited to how he handled certain casts once they returned from the
foundry: he was careful to allow a rough finish, when appropriate, in the cast “to retain the
immediacy of the simple casting—an insistence on the form.” Seen from any angle, near
or far, the forms are utterly perceptible and expand, as you engage with them, beyond
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their determined dimensions. They interact dramatically with their immediate environs—
usually the floor, but also, in a few instances here, a shelf or wall—and given the opportunity, with one another. Shapiro was in his thirties when he made them and had arrived at
a number of critical junctures in his life and work; the sculptures, he told me recently,
“were about certain internal struggles and developing a sense of self and place. So I was
intent on keeping the original size as conceived rather than adjusting the size for the
audience. I always thought if they did anything it was about scale.” Indeed, the scale these
putatively miniature objects command is prodigious, comparable in terms of sensory footprint to some of David Smith’s Cubi series or, closer to home perhaps, Richard Serra’s
House of Cards. Each is a compact juggernaut. Loom over it, it looms back.
Among innovative contemporary sculptors, Shapiro is a traditionalist.You can see
how handily he has developed from paying close attention to his twentieth-century predecessors—Giacometti, Brancusi, and David Smith, especially—and then, too, how he
continues to carry over the inspiration he has drawn from India and antique Indian sculpture starting from when he lived there as a Peace Corps volunteer in his twenties.When
addressing the question of how he himself thinks sculpture ought to be, Shapiro’s answers
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have been multiple. There’s a radical innocence to the trajectory of his art from processoriented wall and floor pieces, through the fictive objects you see here, and on to the
abstract but psychologically infused variations on the human figure for which he has been
best known over the past thirty or so years. Shapiro’s fabled “restlessness” recalls that of
Philip Guston, whose 1970 show of paintings with recognizable images (clocks, shoes, and
ancient-looking cityscapes) jolted a lot of artists of Shapiro’s generation, who were themselves beginning to put the recognizable image to the test. For Shapiro, Guston’s way of
communicating what he called “the weight of things” struck a chord at the right time:
The sheer weight and profundity and ambition of the work was staggering. The epic interior
described by Guston—grandeur, self-contempt, ambition—that sort of complicated narrative is
nearly impossible in sculpture. Perhaps Giacometti … Sculptors and performers would touch on
certain aspects but nobody came near the comprehensiveness of Guston.
Clunky as they sometimes appear, Shapiro’s pieces will hold the floor, a wall,
or a shelf with complete aplomb. They sit firmly without seeming to impose themselves.
In their formality, they show the beginnings of Shapiro’s love affair with the right angle,
which for him may be the definitive sculptural element. The pieces have a lot to do with

the things they resemble, without being too specific about any anterior thing. Be that as
it may, many of them feel commemorative. They make you wonder, search your memory
for, or go out and verify, how the things they resemble look in situ, in real life. (A house
isn’t exactly a thing, and one never quite thinks of one’s own home as “architecture.”)
Shapiro took a lot of liberties with these shapes. One of the more complicated sculptures,
quite famously, contains an oddment, a kind of disappointed roadway that, projected at
eye level, supports a small house back where it meets the wall but at its forward extremity
collapses with an abruptly downturned flange, like a hound dog’s tongue. The house itself
visibly shrinks away in reverse perspective, the rear end being a lot higher. That warp
performed on the house’s primordial countenance is the scary part—something really
is wrong inside.
In Shapiro’s terms, each floor piece will proclaim its characteristic “energy spot.”
As an abbreviation in space, the little cast-iron chair has fantastic scope. Simple and bold,
it’s an arrested image you feel compelled to fasten on, as if for some votive purpose.
As surrogates for human presence, chairs, real or imaginary, go a long way back.
(The fraught images Van Gogh painted in Arles of his and Gauguin’s chairs, each one
empty but for personal accoutrements, are but interim examples.) In the 1970s, as Shapiro
has said, “There was plenty of chair imagery going around. The potency of this one was
possibly that it was so small.When installed properly, it condenses space.”
Shapiro’s shapes look as if they’ve been caught in the in the in-between zone of
nameable things. Some have the uncanny aspect of thought overheard. Always a little disconcerting, they will absorb your attention until they and their immediate surroundings
(necessarily including yourself, the viewer) are virtually all there is. They are monumental
in the strict sense of keeping to a memory of something lived that now, except for such an
outward show, exists only inwardly, in thought. For all their literally ironclad intransigence, they brim with extraordinary tenderness. An exemplary instance of how Shapiro’s
memory theater can work a room occurred in the gallery on a day prior to the opening
of this exhibition, when some of the sculptures had been laid out for a photo shoot in an
area at the back. Set apart from each another across the floor, the chair, bookcase, and
couch pieces seemed to enact a recurrent family drama, as if the shin-high shelf unit,
nobly proportioned and like a sentinel, was “minding” the chair and might at any
moment usher it over to the couch, which, despite the severity of its cast, neater and more
abstract than most, looked suddenly inviting.
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CHECKLIST
1. Untitled, 1974
Cast iron
65⁄8 x 16 x 153⁄4 inches
2. Untitled, 1974
Bronze
131⁄2 x 27 3⁄4 x 21⁄2 inches
3. Untitled, 1976
Bronze
25⁄8 x 53⁄4 x 41⁄8 inches
4. Untitled, 1974
Bronze
3 x 31⁄2 x 21⁄4 inches
5. Untitled, 1973–74
Cast iron
35⁄16 x 17⁄16 x 111⁄16 inches
6. Untitled, 1973–74
Cast iron
167⁄8 x 813⁄16 x 31⁄2 inches
7. Untitled, 1973–74
Cast iron
41⁄8 x 95⁄8 x 513⁄16 inches
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